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POLYGAMY IN THE UNITED STATES-HAS IT 
POLITICAL SIGNIFICANCE t 

BY JOSEPH SMITH, PRESIDENT OE THE REORGANIZED CHURCH OF 
JESUS CHRIST OF LATTER-DAY SAINTS. 



It may be presumptuous for a political layman to undertake 
to decide what questions are political or economic, and what their 
political significance may be in American politics. In order to 
determine whether the fact that polygamy exists in the United 
States has political significance or not, it may be necessary to give 
a brief resume of the history of the church organized by Joseph 
Smith and others on April 6th, 1830. 

That church, known as the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter- 
Day Saints, whose members are by the outside world called Mor- 
mons, was organized in the State of New York, the statutes of 
which forbade bigamy or polygamy, and made provision for pun- 
ishing any infraction of monogamic institutions. The church 
nourished in New York, Ohio, Missouri, and Illinois for the four- 
teen years during which Joseph and Hyrum Smith were connected 
with it, always under the legal enactments which recognized 
monogamy as the American ideal of the domestic relation. 

So far as the adherents of the new church were concerned, hav- 
ing professed belief in direct present revelation from God, they 
were compromised by such declaration in an obligation to observe 
and keep "the laws of the land" — that is, to avoid doing that 
which would bring them under the just punishment of statutory 
enactments adopted by the legislatures of the several States in 
which the church might have existence. The organic law of the 
church provided, among other things, for a rule to govern the 
marriage relation, in the following terms : 

" Thou shalt love thy wife with all thy heart, and shalt cleave unto her 
and none else."* 

*" Doctrine and Covenants," 42 :V. 
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" Whoso forbiddeth to marry, is not ordained of God, for marriage is 
ordained of God unto man; wherefore it is lawful that he should have 
one wife, and they twain shall be one flesh, and all this that the earth 
might answer the end of its creation; and that it might be filled with 
the measure of man, according to his creation before the world was 
made."* 

Under the institution of this rule, the church in 1835 adopted 
a certified statement of belief, in solemn assembly, as follows : 

" Marriage should be celebrated with prayer and thanksgiving ; and at 
the solemnization, the persons to be married, standing together, the man 
on the right, and the woman on the left, shall be addressed, by the per- 
son officiating, as he shall be directed by the Holy Spirit; and if there 
be no legal objections, he shall say, calling each by their names: 'You 
both mutually agree to be each other's companion, husband and wife, 
observing the legal rights belonging to- this condition; that is, keeping 
yourselves wholly for each other, and from all others, during your lives.' 
And when they have answered * Yes/ he shall pronounce them ' husband 
and wife ' in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, and by virtue of the laws 
of the country and authority vested in him. 

" All legal contracts of marriage made before a person is baptized into 
this church, should be held sacred and fulfilled. Inasmuch as this 
Church of Christ has been reproached with the crime of fornication, and 
polygamy, we declare that we believe that one man should have one 
wife, and one woman but one husband, except in case of death, when 
•either is at liberty to marry again."f 

This church rule was in force unrepealed and without modifica- 
tion at the death of Joseph and Hyrum Smith, which occurred on 
June 27th, 1844. Whatever may have been the originating causes 
of the difficulties which the church met in Kirtland, Ohio, from 
1831 to 1837, it may not be necessary to state, except that, so far 
as is known, polygamy was not one of the charges upon which its 
members were arraigned before the public. Their settlement at 
Independence, and in Jackson County, Missouri, began soon after 
their removal from New York to Ohio, and the settlements at 
Kirtland and Independence were to a greater or lesser extent 
simultaneous. 

Prom what may be gathered from the statements made in the 
leading journals of the time, and by such men as General A. W. 
Doniphan, General Atchison, and others who were acquainted 
with the people, polygamy had no political significance as a dis- 

*" Doctrine and Covenants," 49:3. 

t" Doctrine and Covenants," 111:2, 3. 
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turbing element; for it is known that it did not exist in the 
church at that time. Evidently, one leading cause of complaint 
against the people was the dislike which their religious neighbors 
had to the claim made by the church to the reception of a direct 
revelation from God. This with a good number of their co-re- 
ligionists in the State brought them into disrepute. It is evident, 
however, that the chief cause of complaint was the fact that the 
greater number of the membership were from the East, and 
naturally were anti-slavery in political sentiment. Indeed, one 
declaration in their formulated presentation of faith and belief 
was to the effect that it was wrong for man to hold his fellow man 
in slavery. At that time Missouri was a slave State, and anything 
that was opposed to the principle of slavery was looked upon with 
dislike, and subjected the holder of such opinion to the open and 
often violent censure of the pro-slavery element of the State. It 
was assumed that whoever was opposed to slavery would not 
make a good Democratic citizen; and from these two elements — 
religious hatred and political dislike — there arose the persecution 
which in 1833 brought a portion of the citizens, in disregard of 
law, into conflict with the fast increasing citizenship brought into 
the State by their church belief and church relationship. 

It may be taken for granted that there were unwise men on 
either side of the question, and from the condition of the public 
mind at the time it was not strange that persecution and unlawful 
violence against the Mormons gave rise to the spirit of resentment 
and reprisal for wrongs inflicted. In this instance, the question 
of the existence of plural marriage, either as a church tenet or 
church practice, did not enter into the controversy. 

After the expulsion from Jackson County, Missouri, the people 
scattered north and east, and an attempt was made to provide for 
their continuance in the State by setting apart a county for their 
sole occupancy. This failed, and in 1838, the disturbances hav- 
ing been renewed, the church was expelled from the State; but 
again the subject of polygamy was not one of the moving causes. 

Joseph and Hyrum Smith having been taken prisoners by 
State military authority in November, 1838, were turned over to 
the civil authorities for trial. The trial was put off from time to 
time ; and after being confined in jail for some months, they were 
sent from one county to another, under an officer's care, upon an 
unsigned mittimus. While on the way, by connivance with the 
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guard or otherwise, they secured an opportunity to escape, which 
they availed themselves of. They reached their families at 
Quiney, Illinois, and, with thousands who had preceded them in 
leaving the State of Missouri and other thousands who came after, 
they made a settlement at Commerce, afterwards called Nauvoo, 
Hancock County, Illinois. 

The persecution which had been waged against them in Mis- 
souri followed them to Illinois, and Joseph Smith was subjected 
to vexatious prosecutions under one pretence and another ; but at 
no time was he charged and made to answer before the courts for 
immorality, nor was polygamy made a part of the complaint 
against him at the time of his incarceration and death. After his 
death, the church broke up into different fragments, one of the 
larger of which followed the lead of Brigham Young, first to 
Council Bluffs, commonly called Winter Quarters, thence to the 
valley of Salt Lake in the Bocky Mountains; and it was not until 
August, 1852, eight years after the death of Joseph and Hyrum 
Smith, that plural marriage or polygamy was proclaimed as a 
part of the belief of the church in the valleys. Thousands of 
those who had been members in the church before the death of 
Joseph Smith refused to accept the dogma and the rule of 
Brigham Young connected with it. 

As early as 1866, inquiry was made in Congress as to what 
measures might properly be instituted to eliminate polygamy as a 
vexatious question from the consideration of Utah affairs. The 
Chairman of the Territorial Committee, Mr. Ashley, of Ohio, 
asked of a person who was a member of the church during the 
lifetime of Joseph Smith and interested in the question, what 
measures he would recommend for adoption by Congress in refer- 
ence to the practice of polygamy. The answer to this question 
was, that so long as Congress persisted in treating polygamy as a 
religious tenet and within the meaning of the Constitution, which 
provided that Congress should neither prescribe a form of religion 
nor proscribe persons for the practice of their religion, nothing 
could be done with the subject under discussion. It was further 
stated to Chairman Ashley that the government, both national 
and State, had failed unmistakably in enforcing existing laws, 
either for the Latter-Day Saints or against them, the result of 
which had been to undermine the confidence of the people in both 
the lawmaking and the law-enforcing powers; that if existing 
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laws had been properly enforced against them if they had been 
transgressors, that would have been sufficient to prevent the prac- 
tice of plural marriage from growing into a menace, as it has 
been called, against the American home. If the laws had been 
enforced in their behalf, there would have been greater respect for 
both the laws and those whose duty it was to enforce them. It was 
a confession of weakness either to hold or to state that so small a 
number of people could continue to violate the laws of both State 
and nation, as it was alleged they had been doing, and escape the 
just punishment of wrongdoing because of the inability of the 
governments to enforce their laws ; especially so, as by one of the 
fundamental principles of the church the members thereof were 
held directly responsible to " keep the laws of the land," the 
divine revelation which they believed in distinctly affirming : 

" Let no man break the laws of the land, for he that keepeth the laws 
of God hath no need to break the laws of the land; wherefore be subject 
to the powers that be, until He reigns whose right it is to reign."* 

No effectual law was passed at that time; but from one stage 
to another, under first one administration and then another, the 
whole matter appears to have been trifled with, so that no effective 
legislation was enacted. The sending in of Johnston's army, the 
resistance of the Utah people to the invasion, the abandonment 
of the city by President Young and his followers, and the hegira 
south, the entrance of the army, the establishment of a military 
post at Camp Douglas, the appointment of governors, the mak- 
ing of territorial laws, all went on under seeming acquiescence 
upon the part of the government, until the passage of the Ed- 
munds bill, by which polygamy was made a crime and an active 
prosecution began under that law. Under the operation of that 
prosecution hundreds of polygamists, including many leading men 
of the church, were arrested and punished by fine and imprison- 
ment, the result of which was that after a time judges and officers 
became disgusted with the apparent futility of endeavoring to 
establish the supremacy of law by such means. 

Following this active effort to secure a proper respect for the 
law and institutions of the country, an attempt was made to secure 
statehood for Utah. Efforts had already been made in the same 
direction, but without avail. By a Manifesto issued by Wilford 

*" Doctrine and Covenants," 58 : 5. 
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Woodruff, acting President of the Church in Utah, in the fall of 
1890, there was proclaimed what was understood to be an aban- 
donment of polygamous marriages; or, as stated upon oath, be- 
fore a commissioner of the United States Court, the practice of 
polygamy was abandoned. 

Upon the strength of this abandonment, Congress passed a bill, 
under the care of Senator Edmunds, including an Enabling Act, 
by which Utah became a State, with the peculiar clause, both in 
the Enabling Act and in the Constitution of the State, that poly- 
gamous marriages were forever prohibited. 

It is not a little singular that the construction put upon this 
phrase, "polygamous marriages," should have left the question 
in such a condition that persons who had married polygamous 
wives were left to continue their connection with those wives, at 
the sufferance of a clause in the State regulations punishing such 
associations as " unlawful cohabitation." 

All through these efforts made in Congress, certainly from 1866 
up to the passage of the Edmunds bill, there had been evasion of 
responsibility for enforcement of law, a continued persistence on 
the part of those practising plural marriage and a perpetual 
shifting of position. To what may this be attributed? Utah had 
been for many years possessed of the number of inhabitants 
requisite to constitute a State. Territorial laws had been passed 
by the territorial legislature in which marriage had been made a 
creature of church domination entirely, and the status of woman 
as a wife and as a widow had been left to church settlement, with- 
out interference on the part of the United States. The attention 
of Governor Murray had been called to this peculiar condition, 
and he had reported the same to Congress, and yet no further at- 
tention had been paid to it. There was persistent effort upon the 
part of the citizens of Utah, including the church, to secure State- 
hood. Even the women of Utah held conventions from time to 
time, and, so far as they could, made provision for its being re- 
ceived into Statehood. There was evidently a hesitancy upon the 
part of Congress or some parties in Congress to permit the 
entrance of Utah into the sisterhood of States while yet polygamy 
was an acknowledged tenet of the church. The two parties were 
quite nearly balanced during the most of this time, and the acces- 
sion of two Senators from the State of Utah could easily have 
turned the balance of power at times. A curious observer might 
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have asked the question, and doubtless did, Why was this not 
done? The answer is, evidently, that the party to be injured by 
such increase of power in the Senate was hostile to such action. 
Why should the treating of polygamy as a crime against the laws 
and institutions of the United States, which it clearly was, have 
been so long delayed, and the persistent apparent recognition of 
it as a religious tenet and within the limits of the constitutional 
privilege thus either positively or tacitly admitted ? How does it 
happen that at each attempted successive effort at legislation 
something has intervened to prevent that legislation or to change 
its application or Operation, until finally either by an oversight 
on the part of Senator Edmunds who drafted the bill, the Enab- 
ling Act, or the cunning of those who formed the convention that 
framed the Constitution under which Utah was admitted, poly- 
gamy is made to mean simply the act of marrying more than one 
woman, and not the living with more than one woman at the 
same time as wives, which is the plain and most direct construc- 
tion given to the word " polygamy " by the lexicographer. 

An attempted explanation upon this point by Senator Ed- 
munds, after such construction was put upon it, leaves the fact 
that persons practising polygamy — living with more than one 
woman, at the same time as wives — are to be dealt with under the 
statutory provisions regarding " unlawful cohabitation." 

Joseph F. Smith, present President of the Utah Church, states 
in substance that they have submitted to the action of Congress 
after a long contest in the courts; and this long contest in Con- 
gress and in the courts has left the condition of affairs like this : 
There are quite a number of men, leading ministers and officers 
in the church in Utah, who are living with more than one woman 
as wives, and are having children by them, it is to be presumed. 
They are punishable under State law only for unlawful cohabita- 
tion, and the penalty for such conduct is a fine so slight that 
some of these men can easily pay the penalty as often as their in- 
fraction of the law results in tangible evidence of their offence 
by the birth of offspring, it being quite out of the question under 
ordinary circumstances to prove unlawful cohabitation without 
such evidence. Besides this, it is quite within the possibilities 
that plural marriages may be performed in the temples in Utah 
without the officers of the courts obtaining any proofs of such 
marriages. And further than this: persons may be married in 
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other places than Utah who may already have wives in Utah, and, 
removing within the State, may live with two or more upon the 
strength of such marriage, without involving themselves or the 
church in a breach of the clause which says, " Polygamous mar- 
riages are forever prohibited." And it might be impossible to ob- 
tain proof of such marriages. 

The election of Brigham H. Eoberts to Congress a few years 
since brought the question directly home to the American public : 
" Shall a polygamist be permitted to hold a seat in the legislative 
halls of the nation?" This question was decided negatively, and 
Mr. Eoberts failed of admission. The question arises again, when 
it is contemplated that Eeed Smoot, of the Apostolic Quorum of 
the Utah Church, shall be admitted to the office of United States 
Senator. As we understand it, Mr. Smoot is not a polygamist, 
and ought not to be excluded on this account ; nor can he justly 
be excluded upon the plea that he is a Mormon. 

Utah is now a State having all the characteristics that apper- 
tain to one of the sisterhood in the American Eepublic. The 
animosities which were engendered during the time when the 
people were divided in politics into what was known as the 
Liberal, upon the one hand, and the Church Party, upon the other, 
have apparently died out, and their causes have passed into ob- 
livion. If, therefore, there should be no revival of the vexing 
question, there is little reason to apprehend that it will again be- 
come a disturbing element in the polities of the State. There is, 
however, a strong feeling on the part of the public outside of 
Utah against the church, not altogether based upon the poly- 
gamic question, but upon the supposition that the Mormon people 
are making an effort to secure political control not only in Utah, 
but in others of the Western States, through which they may in 
time secure such conditions by State enactments as will permit 
them to throw off the mask of acquiescence in the national legisla- 
tion by which they are now under obligation not to continue poly- 
gamous marriages, and to reinstate the practice as a church 
dogma. 

It is this effort to secure political supremacy or balance of 
power that is ostensibly held to be the reason of the hostility to 
Utah now apparent outside of the State. This hostility is being 
emphasized by a crusade fostered by some of the prominent 
churches of the land, assisted by a Woman's League of which Miss 
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Helen Gould is a prominent member and active worker, and which 
is seeking to secure the adoption of an amendment to the Consti- 
tution of the United States prohibiting the practice of polygamy 
or plural marriage in the States and Territories of the Union. 

If the object which is had in view by this active crusade is indi- 
cative of anything, it is indicative of the fact that polygamy in 
Utah has significance in the polities of the United States. 

It is to be hoped by every one who is favorable to the establish- 
ment of right conditions in the United States, that, should there 
be submitted to the various States a proposition for an amend- 
ment to the Constitution forbidding the practice of polygamy or 
plural marriage as above stated, the framers of it shall not be 
so careless as to leave so transparent a loophole of escape from 
obedience to its requirements as was left in the Enabling Act by 
which Utah became a State, and which has been perpetuated in 
the Constitution under which she was admitted into the federa- 
tion of States. Should such a thing occur in spite of such amend- 
ment to the Constitution, and should the plain and most obvious 
meaning of the word " polygamy " fail to be understood as mean- 
ing the living together with more than one woman as wives, as is 
now the condition in Utah, there would be added reason for be- 
lieving that undue influences had been at work to secure favor- 
able legislation in the halls of Congress, with a view to the con- 
tinuance of such conditions and to the prevention of carrying into 
effect the public opinion of the majority of States. Such a result 
as this certainly ought not to follow. 

With a view to calling the attention of the reading public to 
this phase of the question, this article is written, and an earnest 
wish is expressed that statesmen and politicians shall not again be 
fooled or outwitted into permitting such a political menace to 
continue. 

Joseph Smith. 



